Abstract: This paper explores the relationships between Sri Lanka's tropical architecture, its negotiation of the Sri Lankan environment, and the post-colony's contested politics of nationhood. By focussing on the work of Minnette de Silva, an early pioneer of Sri Lankan tropical architecture, and on the stylistic and aesthetic influences on her work, and hence on contemporary manifestations of the genre, the paper traces the connections between a conscious desire amongst tropical modernists to build with Sri Lanka's superabundant tropical nature -rather than guarding against it -and emergent aesthetic constitutions of an avowedly "post-colonial" politics. It goes on to demonstrate how the fluid spatialities, and historical and cultural narrativizations, of de Silva's work have been drawn into hegemonic articulations of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism in the last few decades, despite her more secular modernist intentions. The paper argues for a situated geopolitical understanding of de Silva's pathbreaking tropical modern architecture.
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For practitioners like de Silva, approximations of the tropical style offered a valuefree techno-scientific challenge, which at the same time held within it the potential to respond to the cultural homogenisation wrought by colonialism. De Silva's autobiography, which provides this material testimony to the Amerasinghe house in its physical absence, is at once scrapbook, diary and a compilation of her architectural work. It is chaotic and difficult to follow.
Nonetheless, it is a treasure chest full with de Silva's iterations, thoughts, and ideas; glimpses into her main influences, both professional and personal; and of course bursting with visual records of her work. 12 It is a valuable document not just because of these descriptions of buildings long since demolished. Its collected ephemera also offer us the ability to place her work in a wider context not just in terms of what she believed she was doing, and how she believed her work connected to what was transpiring around her in post-independent Ceylon, but also in a wider field of cultural production. This kind of critical work mobilizes a body of scholarship that has attempted in different ways to tease out the semiotics of architectural space. Like iconographic approaches to landscape, this work has stressed the politics of architecture's form and theatricality; in other words, the power embedded in its physical and performative signification. 14 For example, such approaches have usefully been deployed to read the symbolism of skyscrapers and other urban edifices, to underscore the allegorical dimensions of urban topologies and building practices, and to allude to the emblematic presence of imperial elsewheres in metropolitan building projects. 15 In essence, this critical and interdisciplinary engagement with architecture has principally foregrounded the representational mechanics through which buildings can be considered signs in semiotic systems of meaning.
Built space, however, is neither autonomous nor self-referential. That is to say, its symbolic resonances, its meanings, are never produced in a vacuum. Architecture as both process and material form exists in and through the world, thus the signification of buildings is irreducibly relational and contingent upon its imbrication in expanded social fields. Accordingly, scholarship at the intersections of architecture, geography and other spatial disciplines has usefully attended to the performative signification and re-signification of buildings through the ways they are used, as well 9 as through the events and social processes in which buildings are always implicated. 16 Built space, as this work rightly premises, is always given life and meaning through the multiple, contested and contingent ways people make sense of it. 17 This kind of work has shifted the register of critical engagements with architecture from representation to use. However, I do not want to suggest here any false opposition between architecture's symbolism and its appropriation. All buildings are both made (many of which are designed by architects), and used (by clients, publics and by architects themselves). A building's meaning therefore is contingent on its use, which includes factors wholly within the architect's authorial control as well as those outside their sphere of influence. 18 Built space in this sense is very much an event or series of events without end.
In Minnette de Silva's description of the Amerasinghe house for instance, we can read the presence of at least four different implied user groups that convene around the moment described and that moment's semiotic afterlife. First of course are de Silva's clients, the Amerasinghe's themselves, perhaps the most obvious users: a middle class, and professional, nuclear family, which included Dr. Asoka
Amerasinghe's mother. The Amerasinghe's were both Buddhist and Sinhalese, though not necessarily immersed in the rising tide of populist Sinhala Buddhist nationalism that was sweeping mid-1950s Ceylon. 19 That they requested de Silva build a shrine room into the structure is thus less an explicit articulation of nationalist intent, and more a symptom of the growing normalization of Buddhist aesthetics in the former colonial capital, Colombo; one more instance of what Nihal Perera has referred to as the indigenisation of the colonial city. 20 Second, the priest and monks invited to bless the house at the Pirith ceremony who, in the Sri Lankan context, represent a public institution (the Buddhist clergy) of considerable power, particularly in a political and historical context where institutionally they were far more proximate than the Amerasinghes to populist nationalism. Third, de Silva herself, the architect with a sense of her own modernist sensibilities; her desire to narrate her built space is itself a use, an authorial appropriation, of that space. And fourth, the text itself implies a reader: the you or I reading about the Amerasinghe house, which is to stress that architecture exists imaginatively and textually beyond its moment of material inception. Architecture's meanings continue to be contingently (re)signified in the present by any number of groups as it is discursively and materially mobilized, or as Jeremy Till puts it, architecture's very meaning "depends" on its continued use and reuse. 21 And it is precisely the uneasy circulation of meaning between Sri Lankan tropical modern architecture's many different users that necessitates an approach that tacks between architectural form itself and its cultural geographies in order to reveal something of the social and political processes in which it is implicated. International Modernism precisely because of her difference. As she put it, she considered herself "really the youngest, a student, and I think the first Asian to have appeared at CIAM". 23 At the 1947 CIAM conference in Bridgewater, near Bristol, for example, de Silva was the delegate for the whole of the India-Ceylon region, and in her words she was "the only Eastern delegate". 24 Professionally, and for much of her early career, she was thrust into the position of intermediary; an architect from the colonial world, born into the "traditions" of "the east" that is to say, yet one whose professional training simultaneously positioned her in those most modern and international spaces of architectural universalism. And it was this kind of architectural double consciousness -her social and cultural interstitiality -that proved central to the translations of international modernism that she felt something of a responsibility to help forge back in Ceylon.
Though the clean lines, simplicity and universalism of Le Corbusian classicism inspired her work (she was to strike a career long friendship with Le Corbusier), it was Patrick Geddes' work in India that offered her the most compelling inroad toward what would become for her a genuinely Ceylonese form of architectural modernism. In her London years, she was given a copy of the book Patrick Geddes in India (1947) by its editor, Jacqueline Tyrwhitt, also her good friend and mentor. This small edited compendium of just a fraction of Geddes' writings on his work in India proved especially influential for de Silva. In particular, it was his notion of "conservative surgery" that drew her attention. 25 This approach was an admonishment of late nineteenth and early twentieth century rational and formal colonial architecture and planning that treated Indian space as tabula rasa, upon which new structures might be driven at the expense of existent structures and infrastructures. Instead, Geddes' "conservative surgery" advocated improvements based upon the best of what existed in the urban milieu; improvements born from a respect for the roots of regional culture. 26 At the same time however, conservative surgery was resolutely modern, not to be confused with a rejection of the material manifestations of "western" modernity. As Lewis Mumford wrote in the Introduction to Patrick Geddes in India: "Just because Geddes respected the roots of regional culture, he had no interest in limiting its expression to some historic moment of the past: if the roots were alive, they would keep on putting forth new shoots, and it was in the new shoots that he was interested". 27 However, just as de Silva sought such new beginnings in Ceylon architecturally, her relationship with colonialism was much more complex than any straightforward rupture with the colonial past. It was, after all, colonialism's class structure that gave her the opportunity to receive an architectural education and training in the UK, and thus her exposure to the International Style was in a very material way enabled by colonialism. Indeed, many of colonial Ceylon's upper middle class communities in fact complicitly tethered themselves to imperial "trusteeship" narratives, believing independence to be but the next and most natural step of colonialism's developmental trajectory. 30 So despite the breaks with colonial architecture that de Silva sought, she also abhorred more obviously anti-colonial nationalist, Buddhist revivalist architecture. 31 For her vanguardist sensibility, this type of religious populism was clearly antithetical to the secularity, simplicity and functionalism of architectural modernism's élan. De Silva's own tacit acceptance of the trusteeship narrative thus came to shape her propagation of a style of building that looked for a suitably deferential break with colonialism that was able to bring Ceylon's architecture, and thus Ceylon, into modernity on its own terms. Her architecture, she believed, was able to shape and articulate a uniquely Ceylonese modernity that represented a break with colonialism, yet was also a continuation of its modernising teleology. It is for this very reason that her description of the Pirith ceremony at the Amerasinghe house is at pains to distinguish her (and her clients') thoroughly modern architectural sensibilities from the priest's fear that the house did not appear to be finished. Her active distancing from his uncomprehending remark betrays a teleology that the house itself performed and embodied.
Aesthetically, if de Silva was influenced by the International Style, she was also inspired by her own proximity to Ceylon's '43 group of modernists; painters like George Keyt, George Claessen and Ivan Pieris, many of whom shared a belief that Ceylon's authentic pre-colonial past was rooted in the Kandyan Sinhala highlands (de Silva was herself from Kandy). In the last half of this paper I return to the importance of this aesthetic influence in delineating the forms of environmental and aesthetic nationalism in which her built space can be implicated. For now, however, I want to stress the more formal techniques through which de Silva's "conservative surgery" was implemented.
An Architecture of Opening
Formally and technically, the attempt to fashion an appropriate movement away from a colonial kind of architecture was premised upon an effort to build space able to recuperate a relationship with Ceylon's native tropical environment. Put simply, de Silva worked hard to open out the colonial bungalow, itself characterised by stark distinctions between outside and inside space. The colonial bungalow was circulated throughout Empire in pattern books and through colonial administrative itineraries. 32 In colonial Ceylon its purpose was equally geared toward protecting inhabitants from the unruliness of tropical nature, as it was about providing space for rest, privacy, storage, and so forth. 33 As one of Minnette de Silva's contemporaries Valentine Gunasekera put it, the colonial bungalow was in effect a regulated, standardised "PWD [Public Works Department] box" that signified a "feared condition of the outdoors". 34 In seeking and instantiating the ideal of standardisation throughout Empire (albeit always incomplete), the bungalow was therefore emblematic not just of a fear of the outdoors, but of a desire to flatten difference; a desire to standardise built space across Empire. 35 The PWD bungalow was an architectural example of what the anthropologist Paul Rabinow has referred to as "middling modernism"; the rational, standardising and globally expansive concretisation of "progress" in administrative practice and form. 36 Opening the colonial house out was thus a way of literally and materially breaking through the constraints of colonialism's imperial universalisations, and in the process fashioning built space more suited to living with the superabundant tropical growth of the local environment.
For Minnette de Silva and other Sri Lankan tropical modernists after her,
adapting and opening out the colonial bungalow involved some quite simple steps to make them more climatically and environmentally suitable. As de Silva put it in an essay she wrote on Regional Architecture, "I had to consider the climatic conditions of the region -sun and glare, rain, wind, and special topography. In Ceylon, climate permits outdoor and indoor activity to be extensions of each other." 37 to enclose and secure a habitable space (plot perimeter walls achieved this purpose), but more, as she put it, to "direct every available air draught into the house". her to build in the hills south of Kandy, caused local residents who were used to smooth finished stonework to complain that the rough, hewn rubble masonry that she used looked dirty. De Silva had of course chosen this material for its patina and its ability to bear the stress of age and weathering. These kinds of vernacularising material choices have become commonplace in contemporary Sri Lankan tropical modernism, the rustic effects they create being highly sought after. For de Silva, such techniques used both inside and outside were yet another way of piercing through the hermetic walls of the "PWD Box", of turning the house inside out.
In addition, de Silva would commonly but sparingly use antique ornamental materials within her built spaces. Either carefully placed or integrated within the structure of the building, these objects tended to signify a desire that her structures extend out into the time-space of the nation-state beyond. This kind of material reuse is significant insofar as the biographies of things themselves help to animate space, mobilising a historical there and then in the here and now. 41 
Tropical Modernism as Environmental Nationalism
Jameson's critique of the inherent conservatism of critical regionalism, and specifically its complicity in the uneven globalisation of capitalism, is useful insofar as it alerts us to the orthodoxies inherent in de Silva's tropical architecture. As innovative as her work was, hers was an architecture that depended on deploying recognisable regional (that is to say cultural-national) elements to perform, and therefore consolidate, difference in what were essential terms. Difference, for de Silva, was to be found in the familiar economies of ethnicity, culture, region, and as I have shown above, it was to be instantiated through the application of her acquired skill and expertise which gave her the ability and authority to formally use architectural techniques that produced emblems of difference that nonetheless were recognizable as buildings. The regional-cultural was key to de Silva's tropical modernity in ways that as I show in this section of the paper meant that her architecture could never be considered wholly apolitical as she might have desired. To put this differently, despite her best intentions her buildings have become entangled in the weft and warp of a more militant politics of nationhood in post-independent Sri
Lanka. The remainder of this paper elaborates on exactly how the architecture has lent itself to exclusionary narratives of nationhood.
Crucially, for Minnette de Silva, Ceylon's tradition and history were quite specifically located in the newly independent island-state's Kandyan Sinhala Though the latter was deemed more destructive, the former was still marked out under the sign of "invasion", and thus as ethnicised difference, coded Tamil. Through such historiographical refrains Sinhala-Buddhism is naturalised under the sign of the national, marked as coming before history so to speak, precisely so it can be recuperated through modernism.
It is in this context that we can locate de Silva's persuasive and seductive efforts to break through the "PWD Box" architecturally, to produce built space in which a communion between self and the quintessentially Sri Lankan environment can be read. Tropical modernism's illusion of fluid spatiality, the formal architectural effort to root structures in the environment beyond, was in de Silva's experimentations and innovations always an effort to mobilise an environmental and historical beyond marked idiomatically as Sinhala and Buddhist. These were the national striations, the re-territorialisations, that her tropical modernity performed.
The native environment has been key to the trajectory of Sri Lankan tropical modernity, but in ways that designate "environment" as a noun referencing a culturalhistoriographical-regional world marked as much by text, narrative and history as it is by bio-physical properties.
When we look once more at the quote with which this paper began, it is easy to see the Sinhala Buddhist striations of de Silva's new Ceylonese tropical modernity.
The Amerasinghe house is narrated by the architect in ways that quite obviously position it to and amongst all its users as an essentially Buddhist and Sinhala structure, albeit a thoroughly modern one. In other words, for de Silva the house is replete with an aesthetics that is coded Buddhist through and through. It is thus sacred, but not in the tradition of institutionalized and formal religion that the Buddhist priest and monks invited to bless the Amerasinghe house represent. And this is the point. As much as the materiality of the house itself, it is de Silva's narrationher slightly anxious humour at the priest's uncomprehending remarks about the house's apparent partial completion -that helps the building's sacredness, its
Buddhist aesthetics that is to say, along into modernity. Here in the Amerasinghe's modern tropical house, the sacred ceases to be a counterpoint to modernity, just as the non-secular Sinhala Buddhist nation becomes modern on its own terms. 49 We are left to wonder what space is made available for post-independent Ceylon's non-Sinhala Buddhist others? Tamils, Muslims and Burghers, for example? We can be sure that they and other others were welcome across the threshold of de Silva's tropical modern built space, but welcomed as guests by a host whose very Sinhala-Buddhist sovereignty helped to inscribe otherness, and hence marginality, onto those guests.
As I have argued in this article, despite its authors' best intentions, Sri Lanka's tropical modern architecture can never be considered simply 'art for art's sake'. 332-349, 332
